life, thoughts, and characteristics, and these do guide, to some extent, human actions, whether they should do so or not. We also live with other people, and their habits and ideas have a guiding effect on our values, norms, and actions. (We call people of whom this is not true "psychopaths" -another derogatory word that I will not go into here.) And as for objective factors, we at least live in a physical world that we cannot fully control, and we must somehow accommodate its demands in our behavior, if not always in our attitudes, simply to survive.
The prescriptive power, or bindingness, or validity of these norms and values is a different matter, and we can, as I said, take three different attitudes toward any one of them. One possibility is to say that at least some of them are absolutely binding, and that it would be morally wrong not to abide by them. Another option is to say that all or some of them are relatively binding; that for certain specified people in certain specified contexts it would be wrong not to live by them. And yet another choice is to say that the validity or normative bindingness of some or all of these values and norms is nil; implying that we should either avoid complying with them or that it does not matter whether we do or not.
By crossing these two lists we end up with my original table, where the springs of norms and values provide the vertical dimension and the views regarding their validity the horizontal dimension. Let me describe the contents of the table one column at a time.
Absolutism
First, absolutism is the creed that states that some norms and values should be observed absolutely, or without exception. Because this view has been the traditional starting point of Western moral philosophy since Greek antiquity, many explanations and justifications have been presented for this requirement during the last 2400 years or so.
Starting from the "objective" version of this doctrine, Plato argued that there is, apart from this changing and observable world, an eternal world of ideas, which is, in fact, more real than the one we can see, hear, smell, and touch here. Moral norms and values reside in the world of ideas, and it is our task to seek knowledge concerning them and to observe them the best we can, rejecting, if necessary, the customs of our society, and our own transitory desires.
2 Thomas Aquinas echoed the Platonic notion in his natural law theory, in which God and Reason provide us with the right moral guidance, 3 and Immanuel Kant followed a similar path by arguing that human rationality, or universal reason, is the only legitimate source of moral norms. 4 The utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham is also a form of absolute objectivism in that it finds the objective basis of morality in pleasure and pain -and requires us always to aim at the greatest happiness of the greatest number in our actions. 5 Whether or not "absolute intersubjectivism" as a normative doctrine exists is a question in itself. In theory, it would mean that contractually assumed or traditionally shared social or communal values should rule absolutely. But the question is, why should people who have not actually made the contract, or people who are not members of the specified society or community, observe the designated norms and values?
6 John Rawls in his theory of justice fell back on the "objective," Kantian idea that all reasonable people ought to make the contract he outlined. 7 And Alasdair MacIntyre, Rawls's "communitarian" critic, also eventually found his way back to the natural law theory of Thomas Aquinas.
8 So perhaps this box should remain empty. The "subjective" version says that my norms and values ought to rule absolutely over all other values, including those derived from universal reason, God, and community ideals. This is certainly a possible program, but it is not clear that it has ever been philosophically defended. The character of Callicles in one of Plato's dialogues defends a view that comes close to this docrtine. He argues, in the dialogue, that strong individuals are entitled to do whatever they like, regardless of legal or social norms by which the weak try to slow them down. 9 But despite his popularity as a scarecrow in the history of Western moral philosophy, Callicles is a fictional character invented by the father of absolute objectivism, so we should approach him with some caution.
Relativism
Second, relativism is the doctrine that says that the validity of norms and values is always related to some changing, or diverse, phenomenon or viewpoint. It does not say that all norms and values should be rejected, although it is opposed to the idea of absolute rules and principles.
The relativization of manners, customs, and laws in Western moral philosophy started in the 18th century with challenges against an immutable notion of reason as the basis of (objective) historical progress. Adam Smith argued, following many of his contemporaries, that human history is basically economic history, and that changes in the production and distribution of goods and services, rather than changes in the way people think about them, are the prime mover of legislation and political developments. 10 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, in his turn, said that although both ideas and material circumstances mold historical progress, the development of new forms of government and legal regulation has a certain schedule, or dialectic, in which fundamental moral concepts change, and forms of reason follow one another. 11 And Karl Marx assumed elements from both Smith and Hegel when he put together his theory of the laws of history, and rejected most Western moralities as bourgeois deception. 12 During the 20th century, relativism was extended more directly to (intersubjective) societies. At the turn and in the first half of the century, social anthropologists shocked Westerners by giving vivid descriptions of the alien manners of some other cultures. 13 After the second world war, nation states started, in the form of the United Nations and in other ways, seriously to forge contracts to regulate international affairs, including international moral codes. 14 And this is where we still are, trying to find ways to understand each other's cultures, religions, and moralities, and trying to ensure that people can change their circumstances if they feel that they cannot live with certain features of their inborn culture.
The subjective variation of relativism reminds us that every individual (and, metaphorically speaking, every culture and nation) has her or his or its own viewpoint. 15 "Rational egoism" teaches that we are allowed, and even required, to cherish our own viewpoints, but at the same time understand that other people have others, and that these are equally valuable to them. 16 This "prudential" and "tolerant" form of egoism should not be confused with the Callicles-type absolute egoism, in which one person is set at the center of our shared universe.
Nihilism
Third, nihilism does say that some, or all, norms and values are invalid, and to be rejected. The motivation for this rejection in different forms of nihilism varies from intellectual irritation to moral concern. There are also two main "deontic" strands of the creed; one stating that we are allowed to disregard certain values, and the other insisting that we must do so. 17 When nihilistic ideas are applied to objectivist moral theories, there are two possible conclusions. If we say that people are permitted to ignore, for instance, the main Kantian or Benthamite rules (which are predominantly altruistic), then we automatically advocate some sort of egoism. 18 If, on the other hand, we wage a moral or intellectual war against the universality of these (or contractual or communal) values, then we are more likely to end up in the camps of existentialism or emotivism. 19 The requirement to reject subjective and intersubjective norms and values is usually a part of traditional forms of absolute objectivism. This means that as regards human (individual-or community-based) values, then, Plato, Aquinas, Kant, and Bentham can all be seen as nihilists. Perhaps this is an excessively weird way to use the concept, but the fact is that they do deny the validity of some values. From the viewpoint of existentialism, this also means that the named dignitaries encouraged people to live "inauthentically," or in "bad faith."
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What is Relativism?
I have now filled in the blanks of Table 1. Table 2 shows the completed form.
Let me now recap my findings against the information contained in Table 2 . Table 2) • places value on individuals -all individuals, not just one; • seeks for, finds, and defines valid norms in terms of contracts and shared values -that is, in terms of human interaction and its outcomes; and • recognizes cultural, historical, and other differences between norms and values -but does not undermine the validity of any one of them.
Secondly, what is relativism not? Well, it is not mindless political or communal loyalty, and it is not absolute egoism -these notions seem to be invented by the competing schools of thought. Nor is it nihilistic -it does not deny the validity of all norms and values. (It does reject some, but so do all moral theories.)
And finally, what would the alternative to relativism be? If the alternative is absolute objectivism, then what is required is a giant jump, or a leap of faith, into one particular view of human nature and morality. And because this view can, for me, only be mine, the alternative to relativism is . . . well, absolute egoism. This is not too encouraging, and hence I think that relativism is, after all, not such a bad idea.
Notes
